ERASMUS

soldier, that might be a warranted reproof; but since I
am a man of learning, and need tranquillity for my
labours, it harmeth me not.53 An inimitable justification,
and worthy of Erasmus's wit!

He was an inveterate worker; his brain, ceaselesly
active, and as indefatigable and tough as his body was
weakly, knew not a moment's fatigue, uncertainty, or
assault from the earliest years to his dying hour. It
invariably worked with a limpid and inspiring energy.
Though his flesh and blood were hypochondriacal, his
brain was that of a giant on the warpath. Three to four
hours' sleep sufficed for recuperation; the remaining
twenty7 hours were passed in ceaseless toil, writing,
reading, arguing, collating, correcting. On his journeys
he wrote; in the jolting postchaise he wrote; in every inn
parlour the table was cleared for his work. To be awake
was for him synonymous with being occupied with
literary work, and his quill was as though it were a sixth
finger to his hand. Ensconced behind his books and his
papers, he looked upon events as from a camera obscura,
keenly and inquisitively, so that not a pamphlet or an
occurrence in the field of politics escaped his notice.
Through the medium of books and letters, he learned of
all that was happening outside the walls of his study. The
fact that this vast accumulation of knowledge was
acquired indirectly by means of the written and printed
word imparts a flavour of the academical to Erasmus's
erudition, and gives a hint of abstract coldness to his
writings. Just as his body lacked juice and full-blooded
sensuality, so do his works. He saw with his mind's eye,
not with his living and absorbing organ of sight; but his
curiosity and his desire for knowledge embraced every
sphere. Like a searchlight, his vision penetrated each
problem of life, illuminating it with an equable and
compassionate sharpness; his mind was a thoroughly
modern thinking-machine of indescribable precision